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// V ’V ON’T FORGET that I am a man 
I ■ of history,” Yasser Arafat 

I m chides his journalistic biogra- 

JLn^ phers, Janet Wallach and John 
Wallach, when, in an interview in Baghdad 
after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, they question 
his ability to survive his embrace of Saddam 
Hussein. 

But in just what way is Arafat, the chairman 
of the Palestine Liberation Organization, a 
man of history? Is he like Lenin, who, as Ed- 
mund Wilson put it, identified himself with 
history? Or is he like Trotsky, who, Wilson 
said, identified history with himself? 

A reading of Arafat: In the Eyes of the Be- 
holder suggests that Wilson's Trotsky is the 
truer, if not altogether accurate, model. 
Though early in his career as a Palestinian 
leader Arafat saw his destiny as attached to 
that of his people, he ultimately came to see 
iiis people’s destiny as attached to, and even 
synonymous with, his. 

If Arafat’s hegira of identification and self- 
lefinition were merely a private journey of 
deluded grandiosity, it would merit neither a 
JoOk nor our attention. But Arafat’s identifi- 
cation of his people with himself has been ac- 
tepjed, wisely or not, by a large percentage of 
hat people, as well as by many others who 
mpport or contend with their cause, making 
he nature of his journey — and the qualities, 
rowers, proclivities and limitations of the 
nan — worthy of our examination, not to 
peak of our concern. 

Arafat’s origins and persoftaL hi story have 
ong been the subject of rumor, speculation 
ind myth. Arafat claims, very insistently, to 
iave been bonrtn Jerusalem — in fact, near 
he Jews’ Western Wall; but his papers sug- 
;est a birth in Egypt, far from Palestine. arHL. 
ome say he was born in Gaza. 

That Arafat has never married or had chil- 
ren is attributed, by Arafat and those who 
dmire him, to his utter preoccupation with 
he Palestinian struggle. Those less kindly 
isposed toward him whisper alternative, 
lore stigmatizing, explanations. The Wal- 
ichs — Janet is a contributing editor of Dos- 
ier Magazine and John is foreign editor of the 
learst newspapers — offer tidbits, drawn 
om interviews, about -Continued on page 4 
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liaisons, trysts and at least one true 
and tragic love involving a woman 
after whose dramatic assassination 
Arafat “cried like a baby”; but, as we 
read quote after conflicting quote, 
we ultimately come to doubt that we 
know anything for sure about this 
personal dimension of his life. 

In fact, what we learn in this book 
about Arafat’s personal history is, in 
general, frustratingly unrevealing. 
To be sure, we hear about his moth- 
er’s death when he was 4; multiple 
marriages by his father, a member 
of a Gaza clan who, according to one 
source, “was a little bit mad”; an 
upbringing by a strict older sisterja 
longstanding lawsuit by his father in 
Egypt that drained family re- 
sources; and his early years in Cairo 
and Jerusalem. But the information 
we get about these matters is too 
sketchy to leave us with a coherent 
sense of Arafat’s development and 
earliest influences. 

Nor is the information we get 
about Arafat’s personal habits and 
interests fundamentally illuminat- 
ing. It’s fascinating, to be sure, to 
read about Arafat watching cartoons 
at 2 a.m. in the mansion of the 
PLO’s ambassador in Tunis; to learn 
that Arafat derives particular plea- 
sure from Bugs Bunny, Roadrunner 



Yasser Arafat 


Arafat’s sense that he is the em- 
bodiment not only of the PLO but 
also of the Palestinian people las 
made it immensely difficult for him 
to advocate — with energy, clarity 
and sustained conviction, and both 
publicly and within the PLO — the 
kinds of dream-rending compro- 
mises that would have to be made 
by Palestinians in order for them to 
achieve a state of their own. Were 
he to do so, even for purely tactical 
reasons, his harder-line rivals in the 
PLO would immediately be pro- 
voked to action, and he might be 
ousted from his position of leader- 
ship. Such an ouster would be un- 
acceptable to Arafat not only be- 
cause few leaders are willing to give 
up power, but also because, it 
seems, Arafat can’t imagine a FLO 


t §f Ms the authors assert, but, by 
e "best available estimates, more 
than 50 percent Jewish; Masada is 
not, as they write, in the West Bank, 
and the portion of its territory that 
Jordan lost to Israel in the 1967 war 
was much less than the half the 
book says it lost. Although this is 
not a scholarly work but a journal- 
istic one, a reader could be forgiven 
for wishing that the authors had in- 
vested more energy than they did in 
studying the history of the region 
and its peoples, particularly since 
the conflict that is at the heart of 
their subject is at least as mired in 
matters ancient as it is in recent 
diplomatic and military maneuver- 

ings. . , r r 

Few books on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict are written by authors with- 
out political positions of their own, 
and this one is no exception. It is, in 
fact, a product of passionate jour- 
nalism; the authors, both Jews, feel 
deeply that the PLO cannot be ig- 
nored and that Arafat genuinely 
wants peace and miist be dealt with 
by Israel. Nevertheless, they have 
worked hard to solicit views not 
only from Arafat’s supporters but 
also from his opponents, and provide 
us with a range of material that is 
varied and rich enough to enable us 
to come to our own conclusions 
about Arafat and the PLO. 

One mi ght assume that both 
Arafat and his PLO colleagues ex- 
pected favorable treatment and 
good publicity from the Wallachs, 
because of the authors’ earlier, sym- 
nathetic writings about the Pales- 


*our tine is pretty well taken up with a variety of concerns and obligations 
but I hope you find the time to read what I wrote to a historian friend about what 
I've not seen and have seen in the Post aDout the situation in which Israel is 
qnd to a degree why it is in this situation, and about factual error in Walter 
“■eich's review of Arafat . 



